Adrenocortical stress responses and altered working memory performance.
This study examined stress cortisol responses and cognitive performance. We initially measured cortisol responses of 40 right-handed healthy male volunteers to counterbalanced mental arithmetic and public speaking stressors. We then examined the relationship between cortisol reactivity and dichotic listening and mental arithmetic performance. High cortisol responders made more errors and completed fewer mental arithmetic items than low reactors. On dichotic listening, high responders tended toward better performance in all conditions and to both ears. High responders showed better performance to the right ear in the forced right than in the nonforced condition, whereas no difference between these conditions was found in low responders. High cortisol responders may have an increased focus on sensory stimuli and a decreased allocation of resources to working memory tasks.